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Abstract 
Berry’s (1997; 2001) migrant acculturation theory has emerged as one of the more prominent theoretical frameworks to shed 
light on the patterned dynamics characterising the experience of migrants - regardless of country of origin or country of 
settlement. For Berry (2001, p. 621) 'acculturation' refers to the process of psychological change in a person (the migrant) 
resulting from contact and involvement with representatives of other cultures (usually and typically the host country culture). It 
invariably entails relinquishing elements of the person’s culture of origin (‘culture shedding’) and adopting and internalising 
elements of the host country culture (‘culture learning’). Adjustment to the host culture is a function of those situations and 
incidents where the migrant interfaces with representatives of the host culture i.e. social contexts/settings. Acculturation, being a 
consequence of social encounters through which migrant integration and absorption into the (host) community is ‘achieved’, 
occurs when the migrant, for example, participates in sport, religious and/or other community-based activities. It is through these 
social encounters that the migrant becomes aware of ('learns') about culture... own culture of origin and other or host culture and 
detects similarities and differences relative to his/her expectations about the host culture. It is also at this stage that unanticipated 
or under-acknowledged features of the host culture would induce 'culture shock'. Drawing on the work of several scholars, Brown 
and Holloway (2008, p. 34) defines ‘culture shock’ as “…anxiety that results from losing the familiar signs and symbols of social 
intercourse, and their substitution by other cues that are strange” – a phenomenon therefor firmly rooted in the social more so 
than the physical context. In as much as the community and the neighbourhood (as social context) are primary drivers of migrant 
acculturation that may facilitate or constrain acculturation, so too does the work setting serve as a supportive or constraining 
social context. For those migrants who secure some form of employment relatively early in their settlement in the host country, 
the work setting becomes a proxy for 'community' by virtue of its social character and dynamics, with the difference that the 
focus and nature of social relationships are framed by the fundamental purpose of the institution, the nature of work to be 
performed, the dependence relationship between employer and employee, as well as the very clear power relationships (and 
power differentials) that characterise and inform organisational functioning and hence direct employee behaviour in the 
workplace. It is consequently a natural extension of acculturation theory to posit that the workplace would facilitate but 
potentially also constrain migrant acculturation and adjustment in his/her adopted country. It can be further argued that because 
of the heightened significance of work and working to the migrant (cf. Matejicek, 2008), the workplace will assume a far more 
prominent position as an acculturation context than may be generally acknowledged. Some support for this line of reasoning is 
suggested, for example, in work with expatriates that found that perceived organisational support directly impacted on expatriate 
adjustment and consequently expatriate performance (Kraimer et al., 2001).  
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Focus of the study 
Given the preceding perspective, the role and importance of the work setting and workplace in migrant adjustment 
and acculturation, relative to other social (non-work) settings, become an issue of substantial significance. Although 
migrants and their migration experiences, but also the migration process, have been researched extensively, several 
scholars point to the paucity of knowledge about the migrant's workplace experience (cf. Bernardi et al., 2010; Fang 
et al., 2009; Van de Vijver & Phalet, 2004). A greater focus on migrants’ workplace experiences seems justified 
from several perspectives, including the continuing growth in global migration, which is expected to increase from 
around 214 million annually to 405 million in 2050 (cf. Koser & Laczko, 2010) and considering  the significance of 
migrants’ impact on the economies of host countries (cf. Clydesdale, 2011).   
With this in mind, the current study set out to explore the prominence of the workplace (and ‘work’ and ‘working’) 
relative to other social (non-work) settings in the migrant’s acculturation and adjustment processes.  
Methodology 
To probe the relative prominence of work-related concepts and considerations in the lived experience of migrants, a 
South African cohort of 21 migrants to Australia were engaged in an exploratory phenomenological study - an 
offshoot of a comprehensive project investigating the adjustment and acculturation of migrants of five different 
cultures. The South African cohort entered the country virtually without exception as skilled migrants with the 
majority (16 of 21) possessing academic and/or professional qualifications (10 statutory professionals e.g. 
accountants, engineers, lawyers). ‘Key informants’ were identified from social networks where after a 'snowballing' 
sampling strategy was employed. The sample comprised 13 male and 8 female respondents with ages ranging 
between 27 and 53 (with 10 respondents, 47%, located in the 45 to 55 age bracket). A semi-structured interview 
schedule was employed to obtain respondents' accounts of their migration experiences, which were recorded and 
subsequently transcribed verbatim. The concerns migrants had upon settling in the host country and the challenges 
they encountered in the period following settlement provided the narrative content for surfacing dominant themes.  
To analyse migrants' narrative accounts of their experiences, content analysis was performed using the phrase 
(viewed in the meaning context of the sentence) as the primary unit of analysis (cf. Miles & Huberman, 1994). 
Themes so identified were then grouped in terms of meta-themes from which the relative prominence of different 
social contexts in migrant adaptation, in particular the community and the workplace, could be considered. These 
are briefly indicated in the 'results ' section. 
Results 
The results of the content analysis are presented in Table 1, which detail the metathemes and subthemes that 
emerged from migrant narratives. Only those considerations pertinently nominated by migrants as part of their top 
three concerns and challenges respectively were incorporated in the frequency counts.   
 
For the sample of migrants engaged in this study, the overall migration experience proved challenging regardless of 
the migrant’s originating culture and adopted / host culture - a widely acknowledged and defining feature of the 
migration experience (Burvill, 1998; Lazarus, 1997). Comments such as “… It was hard you know…” (Respondent 6 
or R6) or “…it’s really been difficult…’ (R21)  were quite common.  
 
Of some concern, were the frequent indications by respondents that this experience is impacting their mental 
wellbeing “Well, at the end of the day I think my biggest challenge was to keep myself sane” (Respondent 3) and “So 
that reality settled into my husband and that impacted on me because he then was really depressed and struggled to 
adjust and wanted to go back to South Africa…” (R25) and “…he [husband] sat for a year doing nothing... feeling 
miserable and going mad and, you know, really depressed out of his mind.” (R10). Considering Nesdale and Mak’s 
(2003) finding that individual achievements and accomplishments were the main determinant of migrant self-
esteem, it follows that these migrants would in all likelihood be struggling with self-confidence and self-esteem 
issues.  
Glancing at Table 1 it can be inferred that the intensity of the migration experience is a logical consequence 
largely because of the demands of simultaneously attending to existence needs (metatheme 1); contending with the 
fallout of translocation (metatheme 3); and adjusting to a novel physical, social and work environment (metathemes 
3 and 4). 
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 Themes with illustrative excerpts from migrant narratives fa fb  %c  
Metatheme (pattern) 1: Migrant re-establishment  25 24.04 
Theme 1.1 Re-establishing a public identity:   
“…it was about how we would get a car, or a bank account, or a place to live, what were the 
rules that governed these things?” (R21); “… you start to think of the basics you need, you 
think of communication, you want to phone at least your family back in SA... and then they 
tell you, you need 100 points of identity. You do not have a bank account; you only have a 
passport...” (R3); 
7   
Theme 1.2 Securing a stable, living environment    
Theme 1.2.1Accommodation / Housing  10   
“The houses looked strange at the beginning because it is built differently […]but ‘yes’, it 
does not help you build yourself a nice ‘Boerehuis’ [farmhouse]… no Aussie would buy that – 
we just need to adapt and do as they do” (R7); “Finding affordable housing was difficult 
given the expensive cost of living” (R16) 
   
Theme 1.2.2 Financial stability 6   
The financial and economic considerations were a major source of concern and 
anxiety”(R18); “We came from being owners with a never ending supply of money to here 
where we had to work on one salary, one budget” (R27)  
   
Theme 1.2.3 Schooling of children 2   
“…we started off first looking for a school… so we went from school to school…” and “…as 
you go to a Government school they tell you that you have to have an address in our region 
before you can enrol your children…” (R3); “…the biggest challenge was for us to make sure 
that, again, the kids are established…” (R22) 
   
Metatheme (pattern) 2: Disrupted social structure  15 14.42 
Theme 2.1 Family concerns 7   
“… Impact on family is massive …” (R2); “… and then your parents that stayed behind… 
will they be safe? for how long? will they make it?” (R9) 
   
Theme 2.2 Friends / loneliness 5   
“Friends, initially a lot of e-mails […] and 90% of them sort of faded because you don’t have 
that close relationship anymore.” (R22); “…leaving friends and family behind in South 
Africa…” (R14); “You’re somewhat alone, you only have a suitcase, you know, and you know 
no-one” (R12)  
   
Theme 2.3 Support Network 3   
“… I think a lot of times people go back to SA [South Africa] because they could not find a 
support structure, they couldn't... they found it hard to fit in …” (R2); “…the most 
challenging thing for immigrants, and it was for me, was having that network here and 
building that network takes a long time…” (R25). 
   
Metatheme (pattern) 3: Coping and adaptation  20 19.23 
Theme 3.1 Partner (wife / husband) 3   
“Supporting my wife while she was depressed / struggling to adapt in Australia” (R16);  
“…he [husband sat for a year doing nothing... feeling miserable and going mad and, you 
know, really depressed out of his mind.” (R10) 
   
Theme 3.2 Children 7   
“…my children – their integration in the Australian society and school system […] was 
foremost and of huge importance for my wife and I” (R18); “…I still worry about the kids 
settling and getting them into the school…” (R25) 
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 Themes with illustrative excerpts from migrant narratives fa fb  %c  
Theme 3.3 Settling-in Environment (living area) 10   
“Everything was strange… we drove on the same side of the road, but otherwise everything 
was different” (R9); “Takes a while to get used to the environment… but I believe-that will 
change” (R20); “…you are just in a whole different environment” (R22); “It took a while just 
to adapt to my surroundings, my environment…” (R27)   
   
Metatheme (pattern) 4: Work and Workplace  44 42.31 
Theme 4.1 Securing employment 14   
“…it was very frustrating not to get a work…” (R6); “Mostly worried about finding a job” 
(R15); “To get a work was difficult […] my experience did not count and the fact that I am 
older counted against me” (R9) 
   
Theme 4.2 Adapting to a different and novel work environment 17   
“My first term with LAS was tremendously challenging…” (R12); “Adjusting to my new job, 
the expectations on me and how to deliver within this environment.” (R16); “…- dealing with 
the new work situation with no induction or orientation that acknowledges all the 
uncertainties that immigrants experience, significantly exacerbate the situation.” (R18); 
“…in my opinion you have to sacrifice a lot of the things you were used to and take on 
different roles and different activities… (R20); “I think I’ve learned a lot… to manage 
differently, in the work environment, it’s quite different…” (R25)  
   
Theme 4.3 Workplace Demands (& frustrations) 3   
“…I felt they overloaded South Africans, because they have given me unbelievably many… 
[tasks/responsibilities]” (R12); “Coming to terms with, what seems to be fairly suppressive 
and exploitative behaviour, is stressful…” (R18); “…to me the most frustrating thing is the 
one in the workplace, because I don’t have a handle on how to resolve it” (R20); “…you tend 
to do a bit more than the average Aussie and very easily that is recognised and misused.” 
(R22); “…feeling you were misled isn’t a good experience.” (R1). 
   
Theme 4.4 Employer support 1   
“…the boss that I had there was just an amazing guy to work for... he had a lot of 
understanding for personal business, knowing that we were immigrants and that there may 
have been some sort of crisis…” (R1); “The company that brought me over was very helpful 
– impressive the way they handled us…” (R3); “…the company who should have sponsored 
me had some financial difficulties and they played games with me.” (R7); “…A lot of that I 
must say had to do with the employer. They helped a lot … (R22). 
   
Theme 4.5 Re-establishing career 8   
“… You take a step back almost 10 years and you feel this urgency that you must prove 
yourself and do better than they can …” (R2); “…you lose momentum really because now 
you are starting really at the bottom of the pile again” (R10); “I’m not in a career where I’m 
doing what I’ve chosen to do, I think I’m in a career where I’m doing what I can find to 
do…” (24)  
   
Theme 4.6 Partner’s work & work environment 1d   
“I think it was quite difficult for her [wife]… she was the MD of a company that was listed on 
the stock exchange in SA and here, after she sorted out the kids, she started replenishing stock 
on the shelves at IKEA” (R7); “The second concern was: What’s my husband going to do, 
because he was out of the workplace for too long?” (R25).  
   
 Total 104 104 100 
 
 
Note. Statements represent a small random sample of excerpts from written narrative provided by respondents 
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(respondent identity indicated in parentheses).  
aFrequency of issue inclusion as one of the top three concerns and challenges that impacted the migrant’s experience 
upon arrival in the host country. bTotal count (frequency of nomination) for each of the metatheme categories. 
cFrequencies per category expressed as a proportion (percentage) of total nominations. dFrequency of nomination do 
not correlate with frequency of mention – hence multiple examples (respondent commentary). 
 
Closer inspection of migrant comments (Table 1) confirms that the adaptation task is particularly confronting… with 
concerns about the coping of significant others (partners, children), coming to terms with the settling-in demands of 
a new environment including the experienced sense of 'difference', some physical disorientation, and difficulty 
comprehending the new world they have entered, being quite prominent.  
 
However, by far the most commented on facet of migrants’ experiences is the pronounced role of employment / 
working and the new work environment. Of the four metathemes, those relating to social structures and coping 
(metathemes 2 and 3) speak to the immediate social environment and to a lesser extent the community in which the 
post-migration settling-in task unfolds. These themes however, only do so indirectly and do not directly address the 
likely social encounters between migrants and representatives of the host country culture - the primary vehicle 
through which acculturation (and culture shock) occurs. Instead, the themes in Table 1 suggest that the social 
dynamics through which acculturation is likely to occur are more clearly revealed in the challenges associated with 
finding employment; efforts at re-entering pre-migration occupations and / or re-qualifying e.g. professionals (cf. 
Respondent 7: “It is a strange thing that people like doctors need to do entry exams…”); struggling with the 
idiosyncratic features of the host country labour market and work environment; and contending with workplace 
demands ranging from exploitation to discrimination.  
Certainly for this cohort of respondents, the new work setting has a profound impact - more so than the social-
community focus suggested by acculturation theory. As suggested by the commentary indicating the use of terms 
such as frustration, stress, irritation, conflict, anxiety and depression, the work setting for many migrants often 
meant intense emotional experiences. The latter impact their confidence, self-esteem and well-being (refer earlier 
comments) and invariably erode their focus in the workplace and affect workplace functioning and performance. 
From these observations it seems reasonable to conclude that the host country work environment and workplace are 
a dominant factor in the migrant’s acculturation and adaptation and that his/her workplace experiences during this 
initial stage are likely to substantially retard or accelerate acculturation. While this conclusion is derived from the 
commentary of those who experienced negative workplace encounters, it is also supported by the commentary of 
those migrants who initially struggled to secure employment. Consider for example respondent R6 who stated “…it 
was very frustrating not to get a work - and coming from a culture where you work rather than lived on the dole… 
that was the hardest part of adapting: saying that I need to work rather than sitting around…” (R6) and respondent 
R10: and then he sat for a year doing nothing... feeling miserable and going mad and, you know, really depressed 
out of his mind.” (R10) or respondent R3: “I think the one that was the worst hit by the immigration was my wife: 
she had to give up her work. Back in SA she had actually her own business plus teaching job in SA […] she had to 
stop and do nothing…” (R3).  These comments point to the significance of work and working in the mental health 
of the migrant (especially stress – see Burvill, 1998), which of course extends to the broader family unit – consider 
for example respondent R12 “…the fact that J [husband] struggled to find work, has also created much stress…” 
(R12); and “…that reality settled into my husband and that impacted on me because he then was really depressed 
and struggled to adjust …” (R25). This heightened sensitivity and consequently powerful influence of 
work/working is demonstrated also by the marked positive commentary of those migrants who, by contrast, 
experienced notable employer support during the initial settling-in period (3 of 21 respondents – see Table 1 for 
illustrative excerpts).  
Implications 
The greater prominence of the work setting and work experiences in respondents’ migration stories - compared to 
social-community experiences - is of particular importance if framed from within the migrant 'underperformance' 
(Büchel & Frick, 2003; Fang & Heywood, 2006) and 'brain waste' debates (Mattoo, Neagu & Özden, 2008). The 
findings reported here suggest that migrant acculturation could be accelerated if appropriate workplace recognition 
and support is provided – a situation that will favour both employing organisations and migrants as it embodies the 
prospect of a reduced initial acculturation and adaptation period (realising optimal performance sooner). For the 
greatest part variance in migrant performance can be attributable to migrant adjustment and acculturation i.e. 
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reducible or avoidable causes. However, within organisations and among industry representatives there appears to 
be insufficient awareness and recognition of this issue. Focusing on optimal migrant acculturation and adjustment 
consequently is timely and potentially of substantial benefit to employing organisations – in particular as annual 
migration is expected to intensify (cf. Koser & Laczko, 2010). Failure to do so could also be construed as 
management being instrumental in the exacerbation or onset of mental health problems among migrant employees 
and consequently expose the institution to a degree of risk.  
Very few organisations and in particular Human Resource Management divisions consciously factor the probability 
of an increasingly diversified, but especially migrant-rich workforce, into their human resource management policy 
frameworks and practices. Workplace socialisation policies and practices pertinently directed at migrant support 
consequently present a major avenue for improving migrant acculturation experiences and hence for optimising 
migrant performance and company returns. The potential economic contribution to industries and national 
economies if such policies and practices are uniformly applied is difficult to estimate but likely to be significant.   
Concluding perspectives  
The current study set out to establish to what extent the work setting and work place experiences relative to social-
community settings feature in migrant acculturation and adjustment. A general reading of Berry’s (2001) 
acculturation theory is likely to be interpreted (erroneously) as pointing to social-community interaction as the 
primary context for advancing migrant acculturation. The findings of this study suggest that the work setting is the 
most likely social context for acculturation. Though exploratory and limited to a single cohort of migrants (of a 
common originating culture), the current study’s general findings in terms of migrants’ experiences are not 
dissimilar to that of other migrants in different host countries (e.g. Russian migrants to the USA – cf. Yost & Lucas, 
2002). It can therefore, reasonably, be hypothesised that the work setting and workplace are likely to be a significant 
and influential factor (worldwide) in migrants’ pace of acculturation and adaptation.  
Although the findings of the current study are not amenable to quantification and generalisation, they nonetheless 
draw attention to the under-acknowledged role of work setting and workplace experiences in migrant acculturation 
and suggests that a more specific and pertinent focus on this social context as primary arena for acculturation may 
prove substantially beneficial both in research and applied domains. Future research nonetheless will need to focus 
on increasing the transferability of the findings by involving migrants from more cultures, but also less proximal 
cultures, and begin to test explanatory models in a quantitative manner.  
In closing: Migration remains a deeply challenging experience for the migrant with significant costs for the 
individual and, where employed, also for the employer. This can be lessened significantly through increased 
awareness of the acculturation phenomenon and, practically, through focused and differentiated employee 
socialisation policies and practices. 
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